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The Old World and the New:





By the 1890s, readers of the Newcastle Weekly Courant would have been accustomed to a regular serving of »Yankee Snacks«. This was the name given to the paper’s weekly collection of imported American jokes. Humorous clippings from the pages of US newspapers were a staple feature of the late-Victorian popular press and the Courant had been setting aside a dedicated column for them since the mid-1870s (cf. Nicholson 2012a). Each instalment featured a recurring cast of stereotypical American characters: unscrupulous Chicago lawyers, wise-cracking New Yorkers, verbose Bostonians, hot-tempered Texans, gun-toting, Midwestern newspaper editors, and mischievous African-Americans named »Sambo« all appeared on a regular basis. However, on the 22 July 1893, they were joined by an Englishman. He appeared in an exchange between an actor and a theatre manager:

»I tell you, said the manager of the Brimville opera House to the theatrical star, you’re makin’ a mistake. Yer play’s no good. – Why, sir, it is one of Shakespeare’s. – That’s all right. But it’s one of his first. I’ve seen it many a time. There’s no use o’ talkin’, Shakespeare’s got to hustle around and write something new or he won’t be in it.« (»Yankee Snacks« 1893: 2)

This theme – that Shakespeare, one of the most illustrious figures of English history, was not new enough to make it on the American stage – was a recurring feature of imported Yankee jokes. A similar gag suggested that Hamlet would be livened up by the addition of skirt dancers, contortionists, boxers, and a ventriloquist. »I tell you«, concluded that particular manager, »Shakespeare won’t be in it when I get started. You’ve [got] to hustle and keep abreast of the times« (»Wit and Humour« 1892: 2). In another joke, a jobbing Yankee journalist quipped that if the Bard were alive today his best jokes would be rejected by New York’s leading comic journals – »I know«, his friend replies, »I’ve tried most of ’em myself« (»Yankee Snacks« 1892: 2). Finally, the Hampshire Telegraph printed a humorous (and allegedly true) anecdote about a senator from Colorado who insisted that his own face be painted over a local portrait of the great playwright – »Shakespeare?« he scoffed, »Don’t know him; who was he? […] What did he do for Denver?« (»Yankee Notions« 1894: 12).
We might well wonder how British audiences would have responded to these jokes. On one level, they invited readers to laugh derisively at American culture; to chuckle at the ignorance of the politician who did not recognise Shakespeare and snigger at the vulgarity of a man who wanted to add dancing girls to Hamlet. Had the jokes been published a few decades earlier, this form of anti-American laughter would have been a relatively straightforward affair. It would have offered a way for British readers to reaffirm their national superiority – both economic and cultural – over an adolescent nation that had yet to develop appropriate faculties of taste. This kind of self-confident humour was certainly in evidence in mid-Victorian culture. Punch, for example, took great delight in mocking the peculiarities of American slang and used exaggerated versions of the dialect to present the country’s most venerable politicians as illiterate buffoons (cf. Stedman 1953). Punch, moreover, was not the only Victorian voice to laugh at America. The magazine’s representations of the country drew upon a long tradition of exaggerated, and rather unflattering, portrayals of stage Yankees in British theatres (cf. Jortner 2005; Enkvist 1953: 20-25). On a subtler level, visions of an undeveloped America were also reinforced by the accounts of mid-century travellers, such as Charles Dickens, who returned to Britain with unflattering reports of unpaved streets, foul-mouthed newspapers, and chronic levels of public spitting (cf. Dickens 1842). Even those who viewed the egalitarian ideals of American society with admiration typically regarded the country as a work-in-progress; a social and cultural experiment that, for all of its promise, had yet to coalesce into a mature nation. In this context, with the transatlantic balance of power tipped firmly in favour of Britain, laughing at America and the undeveloped manners of its citizens was a relatively uncomplicated business. 
However, by the final quarter of the nineteenth century, it was becoming increasingly difficult for British observers to dismiss the United States with such casual self-confidence. In 1878, William Gladstone observed that:

»The England and America of the present are probably the two strongest nations of the world. But there can hardly be a doubt as between the America and the England of the future, that the daughter […] will [soon become] unquestionably […] stronger than the mother.« (Gladstone 1878: 181)

The United States, he warned, was »passing [Britain] by in a canter« and would soon usurp its position on the world stage. It was essential, he concluded, that his countrymen recognise the inevitability of this impending transition and begin to address what he later termed the »paramount question of the American future« (Gladstone 1890: 26). The publication of this prophecy is important, for it marks the onset of a transitional period in Anglo-American relations. Over the next two decades, the idea of America in British culture underwent a profound transformation – one which altered the transatlantic balance of power and had significant ramifications for the reformation of British national identity.  
In 1878, the response of Victorian journalists to Gladstone’s warning was almost universally hostile. The Times concluded that his reasoning was »at once redundant and defective« and was intended only to massage the ego of its American audience (»The new number« 1878: 7). Provincial papers, such as the Blackburn Standard, roundly condemned the ex-premier’s »unpatriotic«, »wild«, and »sinister« prophesies (»Odious Comparisons« 1878: 5). Even the Liberal-leaning Daily News accused Gladstone of having »gone too far« with his »rash«, »sensational«, and »astounding« depiction of America’s »unrivalled future« (»Mr Gladstone has addressed« 1878: 4-5). It is possible to detect an undercurrent of anxiety running beneath these protestations. The fact that the press responded to Gladstone’s comments in such a defensive manner suggests that the threat posed by the United States was felt more seriously than journalists were willing to admit. However, whether they were fuelled by bravado or genuine confidence, the fact that most papers refused to entertain the possibility of Gladstone’s hypothesis suggests that the idea of an American future, in which Britain would play a subordinate role, was, at this point, regarded as culturally unspeakable. 
Twenty years later, when the country mourned Gladstone’s death, this taboo had been lifted. Whilst some British observers continued to deny, or at least resist, the United States’ growing influence, the concept of an American future was now in widespread circulation. By the end of the Victorian period, it was commonplace for commentators such as F.A. Mackenzie to claim that an »invasion« of American products and inventions had swept the country (Mackenzie 1902), for the Daily News to joke that British children should be taught American English (»the language of the future«; »Americanisms« 1889: 4), or for W.T. Stead to describe the Americanisation of the World as the »trend of the twentieth century« (Stead 1902). No longer regarded as an unstable political experiment, or dismissed as an underdeveloped post-colonial backwater, the United States was increasingly portrayed as a land of economic and technological progress, an influential player on the international stage, and the home of a distinctive brand of social, cultural and spatial modernity. In this context, a joke about Shakespeare being too old to compete with the products of modern American popular culture took on an interesting new light; one that invites us to think about how the inhabitants of late-Victorian Britain came to terms with the prospect of an impending American future in the decades before it actually arrived.




The Canterville Ghost is a short story that Wilde first published in a short-lived literary magazine named The Court and Society Review in February 1887. It is, at heart, a comedy of manners in which English traditions clash with the forces of American modernity. In a satirical twist on the gothic ghost story, an old English spectre named Sir Simon is terrorised by an American politician and his family who move to England and buy his haunted ancestral mansion. At first, the American characters laugh-off the idea of a ghost. The head of the family, Hirem B. Otis, begins the story by brushing aside the warnings given to him by the estate’s former owner:

»My Lord, I will take the furniture and the ghost at a valuation. I have come from a modern country, where we have everything that money can buy; and with all our spry young fellows painting the Old World red, and carrying off your best actors and prima-donnas, I reckon that if there were such a thing as a ghost in Europe, we’d have it at home in a very short time in one of our public museums […] But there is no such thing, sir, as a ghost, and I guess the laws of Nature are not going to be suspended for the British aristocracy.« (Wilde 1906: 3)

This opening address immediately captures one of the key themes of Anglo-American relations – the growing power of what contemporaries termed the »almighty dollar«. In the half century following the Civil War the American economy industrialised and expanded rapidly until, by the 1890s, the country had surpassed Britain in terms of manufacturing output and cornered many of its markets both at home and abroad (cf. Engerman/Sokoloff 2000). This growing economic strength manifested itself across a range of social and cultural contexts. Daily updates from the New York stock exchange became a regular feature of most daily newspapers, whilst articles debating the threat of American competition were increasingly visible in the provincial papers of major industrial centres (cf. Nicholson 2012b). From the 1870s, keen readers of society gossip columns would also have noticed an increasing number of wealthy American men and women circulating among the British nobility. Some used their fortunes to host extravagant entertainments for the Prince of Wales, others bought or rented lavish country mansions, and some secured permanent positions among the social elite by marrying off their daughters (so-called »dollar princesses«) to members of the British aristocracy (cf. Montgomery 1989).
The culture-clashes that resulted from these encounters, juxtaposing modern, self-made millionaires of Gilded Age America with titled families of Europe, provided fertile ground for British humourists. Some made jokes about the transparent desperation of cash-strapped aristocrats who sought to secure their crumbling dynasties with the fortunes of a New York heiress, but the majority found humour in American visitors’ peculiar accents, irregular etiquette, conspicuous consumption, and the unseemly attempts of self-proclaimed republicans to purchase the trappings of Old-World respectability. Punch, for example, enjoyed poking fun at the wealthy American Vanderbilt family and their attempts to secure a respected position in elite London society. Shortly after his daughter secured a high-profile marriage to Lord Marlborough, the paper printed a humorous poem about William Kissam Vanderbilt’s decision to spend £10,000 building a decorative footpath outside his London residence:

»Yes, Sir, there’s a sidewalk to lick all creation;
Yes, Sir, an Amurracan did it, you bet!
Just greenbacks and dollars have done the tarnation
Consarn, there are mighty few things they cayn’t get!« (»Precious Pavement« 1896: 69)

The poem goes on to suggest that an enterprising Yankee would soon purchase the historic stonework outside of Saint Mark’s Basillica in Venice in order to resurface his stable yard back home. In these jokes, the archetypal modern American appears to regard history as a commodity; something that Europe possesses and he wishes to buy, usually in bulk. The prospect of the United States establishing an official »heiress exchange« in London in order to facilitate this mass, transatlantic exchange of cash for culture was a stock jest used by the British press from the 1880s onwards (cf. »The Man About Town« 1884: 229). However, the implication in Punch’s poem and in Wilde’s text is clear: whilst the »almighty dollar« could secure the most prized titles and artefacts of European history, one of the »mighty few things« it could not purchase was taste. The possession of an authentic past – and the deep cultures and traditions that stem from it – is implicitly established by these jokes as a defining feature of British national identity; something that no amount of American money could buy. 
	The United States’ uneasy relationship with British history is a central theme of Wilde’s story. Whilst the Otis family have the economic capital to purchase an aristocratic mansion, they lack the necessary cultural capital to engage appropriately with its history. Rather than succumb to the Canterville Ghost’s time-honoured haunting techniques (and thereby follow the generic tropes of gothic literature), they calmly attempt to remedy the situation by using modern American products and technologies. When they first move into the property, Mrs Otis notices a large bloodstain on the Library carpet. »I don’t at all care for blood-stains in a sitting room«, she remarks to the housekeeper, »it must be removed at once« (Wilde 1906: 13). She is then informed that the blood belonged to Lady Eleanore de Canterville, who was murdered by her husband in 1575; it transpires that he is the ghost. The stain, according to the housekeeper, could not be removed and had since been much admired by tourists. Washington Otis, the eldest son of the family, cries: »That is all nonsense […]. Pinkerton’s Champion Stain Remover and Paragon Detergent will clean it up in no time.« (14) He immediately gets down on his knees and, sure enough, succeeds in erasing four centuries of British history. The same joke is repeated later when Mr Otis is woken by the deliberate clanking of the ghost’s chains and calmly confronts the spirit outside his bedroom door. »My dear sir«, he says,

»I really must insist on your oiling those chains, and have brought you for that purpose a small bottle of the Tammany Rising Sun Lubricator. It is said to be completely efficacious upon one application, and there are several testimonials to that effect on the wrapper from some of our most eminent native divines.« (Wilde 1906: 22-23)

Even the family’s youngest children – a pair of rambunctious twin boys who Wilde refers to as the »Stars and Stripes« – refuse to be cowed by the ghost and terrorise him into submission with their pea-shooters and traps. By the end of the story, Sir Simon is reduced to sneaking around the house late at night, terrified that he might be spotted and abused again by the American interlopers. 
In an article published two months after the Canterville Ghost, Wilde expanded on the character of »The American Man« and his inability to appreciate the patina of history:

»With a naivete and a nonchalance that are absolutely charming, he will gravely compare St. James’ Palace to the grand central depot at Chicago, or Westminster Abbey to the Falls of Niagara. Bulk is his canon of beauty, and size his standard of excellence […]. For him Art has no marvel, and Beauty no meaning, and the Past no message. He thinks that civilisation began with the introduction of steam, and looks with contempt upon all centuries that had no hot-water apparatuses in their houses. The ruin and decay of Time has no pathos in his eyes. He turns away from Ravenna, because the grass grows in her streets, and can see no loveliness in Verona, because there is rust on her balconies. His one desire is to get the whole of Europe into thorough repair. He is severe on the modern Romans for not covering the Colosseum with a glass roof, and utilising the building as a warehouse for dry goods. In a word, he is the Don Quixote of common sense, for he is so utilitarian that he is absolutely unpractical.« (Wilde 1887: 341-342)

Wilde’s work captures two of the central qualities that British humourists considered part of American character: an irreverent attitude towards the time-honoured customs and institutions of British history, and a corresponding faith in the power of modern American ideas and technologies. Wilde, in this case, is very much an equal-opportunities satirist – he invites us to laugh at the unrefined tastes and vulgar manners of his American characters, but pokes fun too at the determination of certain sections of British society to guard their history and traditions. However, other British voices were less even-handed and focused their full attention on mocking America’s appetite for new products and inventions. For example, a columnist for the Glasgow Herald confessed to a certain shock that:

»nothing less than an autocar will suffice [residents of Chicago] for funeral processions. The slow and stately hearse is voted to be intolerably tedious and wasteful of time, and henceforth the citizens of the metropolis… will be rushed right around to the cemetery by the agency of electricity and kerosene … A population that spends its days in hurrying hither and thither on electric railways and tramways, and being hoisted breathlessly by elevators up and down mammoth sky-scrapers… could hardly go to its home in the leisurely old-fashioned way that prevailed in the days before Uncle Sam woke up and woke the world along with him.« (»It has long been well known« 1899: 6)

These responses all seek to reinterpret the driving forces of American progress and present them as essential weaknesses of character. The country’s financial and industrial growth is read as a symptom of its vulgar pursuit of the almighty dollar, its go-ahead energy is dismissed as the product of youthful exuberance, and its enthusiastic pursuit of modernity is derided as an imprudent rejection of the guiding hand of history and traditional ritual. Laughing at these distorted interpretations of American identity offered British audiences a chance to ameliorate concerns over their own country’s comparative lack of economic and technological progress. If Britain could no longer compete with the United States on an economic level, the only way in which it could preserve the transatlantic balance of power was to change the rules of the game; to emphasise the value of cultural capital and denigrate its economic equivalent. One of the most effective ways to accomplish this was by emphasising the value of history; by establishing the past and a society deeply rooted in its traditions as a preeminent marker of cultural authority. This was a position that no amount of economic or technological progress could threaten. As a result, despite the growing power of the almighty dollar, America still deferred to Britain when it went looking for social and cultural legitimacy. As Wilde himself concluded:

»America has never quite forgiven Europe for having been discovered somewhat earlier in history than itself. Yet how immense are its obligations to us! How enormous its debt! To gain a reputation for humour, its men have to come to London; to be famous for their toilettes, its women have to shop in Paris.« (Wilde 1887: 342)

It is to these American humourists that this chapter now turns.

The Laughter of Good Fellowship

The works of Wilde, Punch, and other British humourists provide one context in which to interpret Victorian responses to America’s growing power, and the newspaper jokes about Shakespeare and America’s lack of historical depth appear at first glance to fit comfortably into this strain of British humour. However, this rather neat interpretation becomes muddied as soon as we recognise that most of these gags were not written by British humourists, but were produced by American joke writers for a domestic audience. They were subsequently clipped out of the American press and reprinted by British editors (cf. Nicholson 2012c). It is unlikely, therefore, that they were written in order to mock American manners and celebrate the authority of British culture. Whilst they invited American readers to laugh at the peculiar behaviour of American characters, they did not necessarily laugh at America itself. In their original publishing context, these jokes were more likely to play on regional rivalries; the gag about the Senator from Denver, for example, may well have offered New York audiences an opportunity to laugh at the ignorance of politicians from the Midwest. Of course, it is possible that the power dynamics at work in these jokes altered as they crossed the Atlantic; that they were reinterpreted by Victorian audiences in a new, transnational context that encouraged them to judge foreign peculiarities against a British norm and laugh derisively at their American cousins.
However, an analysis of British responses to imported American humour reveals little evidence of this aggressive, self-congratulatory laughter. In fact, Victorian commentators explained their appetite for American jokes with reference to a different kind of laughter; one which was centred on the demonstration of approval rather than condescension. The Times, often an outspoken critic of American culture, ended a review of a visiting American circus troupe with the following observation:

»As for the clowns, their humour is greatly of the talkative kind, and is enriched by an unmistakable Yankee accent. The American jokes excite English laughter, and as laughter is generally a sign of good fellowship, Messrs. Pentland, Myers, Ferdinand, and Footet may be regarded as symbols of international cordiality.« (»Alhambra Palace« 1858: 5; italics mine)

An examination of contemporary commentary and editorial strategies provides compelling evidence of this »laughter of good fellowship«. When British commentators attempted to account for the popularity of imported American gags, they reserved particular praise for the country’s distinctive sense of humour. Some attempts to dissect its defining features highlighted its fondness for exaggeration, others pointed out the merits of its dry delivery, and some even remarked upon its racy irreverence towards authority figures and codes of respectability. However, across all of these accounts, British commentators invariably emphasised the freshness of American humour as its greatest quality (cf. Nicholson 2012a). »American jokes«, argued the Leeds Mercury, »are refreshing to the jaded brain that is accustomed to wade through the flavourless, six-water-grog kind of wit of the English comic journals« (»Imported Humour« 1882: 1). The Globe was equally unambiguous about the relative merits of British and American humour:

»The best [English humourists] are silent now […]. We are almost compelled, therefore, to go to Yankee writers for the great bulk of our fun. But we go very willingly. And we go, mainly, because we find in the work of our lively cousins so much that is agreeably fresh and individual. It is, we say to ourselves, so unlike anything that we can get from our own people; it is so characteristic. It is like roaming about in a new world of quip and quiddity.« (clipping from The Globe published in »Yankee Humour« 1887: 7)

These responses suggest an interesting reversal of what we have come to expect from British commentators. Rather than voice anxiety about the way American modernity was sweeping aside British history, culture and tradition, they willingly celebrate the vitality of American popular culture and compare it favourably to British competitors. History, in this case, is presented as an encumbrance; something that prevents an older society from producing the fresh, racy, exhilaratingly culture of a country that was, in the words of one British traveller, »unfettered by the petrified conceptions of the past« (F. Herbert Stead 1893: 93).

The Knight and the Cowboy

Two contradictory impulses have thus far emerged. The first, exemplified by the likes of Wilde and Punch, uses humour to celebrate British history and culture, and to denigrate America by highlighting its inability to honour the past. The second, captured by the popularity of imported American humour, suggests a wide-spread delight in modern American culture and its ability to cut loose from the fetters of tradition and taste. These contrasting responses were brought into direct contact in 1889 when Mark Twain, the most popular of nineteenth-century American humourists, published A Connecticut Yankee in King Arthur’s Court. Like Wilde’s narrative, this novel juxtaposes modern American manners, ideas and technologies with landscapes and characters drawn from an iconic period of British history. In this case, a wise-cracking American engineer named Hank Morgan is accidently transported back in time to the Early Middle Ages and finds himself marooned amidst the legendary trappings of King Arthur’s Camelot. Throughout the text, Twain highlights a familiar range of contrasts between American and British character. Firstly, his Yankee protagonist displays the same levels of self-confidence, practicality and ›go-ahead‹ attitude that Wilde bestows on the Otis family. Shortly after coming to terms with his unexpected journey, Hank Morgan recognises that his knowledge of nineteenth-century technology makes him the smartest person on Earth and quickly sets about taking over the country. »Being a practical Connecticut man«, he recalls,

»I made up my mind to two things: if it was still the nineteenth century and I was among lunatics and couldn’t get away, I would presently boss that asylum or know the reason why; and if, on the other hand, it was really the sixth century, all right, I didn’t want any softer thing: I would boss the whole country inside of three months.« (Twain 1889: 20)

The narrative’s chief antagonist, the wizard Merlin, attempts to foil these plans but, just like the Canterville Ghost, his traditional magic is no match for the irrepressible power of American modernity. However, unlike Wilde, who invites us to sympathise with the ghost’s old fashioned ways, Twain presents Merlin as a scheming enemy of progress; a charlatan whose petty jealousy and superstitious quackery are repeatedly undermined by the scientific rationalism of his American rival.
Having secured a post as the King’s chief advisor, the Yankee begins to industrialise the country. Factories are built, schools are established, a newspaper is founded, and a network of railway, telegraph and telephone lines spreads across the country. This connection between America and modern technology was another familiar trope of transatlantic humour. In 1882, for example, an American humourist who wrote under the pen name of Max Adeler published a short story called »The Fortunate Island« that bears a striking similarity to Twain’s narrative (Adeler 1882). In this text, an American scientist and his daughter are marooned on a mysterious island that was separated from Britain during the medieval period and remained insulated whilst the rest of the world changed. Once again, the American visitor introduces the awe-struck natives to modern technology: Telephone, telegraph and railway lines are constructed, a Baron records his voice on a phonograph, and a paddle steamer is used to rescue a kidnapped maiden from a castle. 
The fact that these technologies are introduced by Americans is significant. Whilst many of the inventions mentioned by Twain and Adeler were first pioneered in Europe, by the 1880s the United States was often depicted in British culture as the new home of technological innovation. In 1893, Victorian visitors to the Chicago World’s Fair returned home with tales of electrified street-cars, high-speed elevators, and towering skyscrapers (cf. Nicholson 2012b). The modern American metropolis offered European observers »an early encounter with tomorrow« that hinted, in both exciting and alarming ways, about the shape of their own future (Lewis 1997). However, arguably the most potent symbol of American modernity was Thomas Edison, who stood alongside Twain as one of America’s leading international celebrities. News of his latest endeavours was tracked by the British press who regularly dispatched interviewers to speak with him in the hope that he would reveal details about his forthcoming inventions. An accomplished self-publicist, Edison appears to have encouraged the development of his own mythology by feeding journalists with exaggerated (or completely fabricated) information about his plans. In one instance, he claimed that he was installing an enormous phonograph in the Statue of Liberty that would perform an hourly reading of the Declaration of Independence so loud that all of New York might hear it (cf. »Mr. Edison At Home« 1878: 2). These rumours provided material for British humourists. For example, Punch’s »Almanack For 1879« contained several cartoons predicting what the inventor would accomplish in the coming year: The »telephonoscope« performed international video calls between Britain and Australia; the »Edison Weather-Almanack« predicted the climate months in advance; and, rather more implausibly, »Edison’s Anti-Gravity Under-Clothing« allowed wearers to soar through the air like kites (»Almanack« 1878). Punch, as we have seen, was not the most ardent admirer of American culture, but these images did not seek to mock the country’s appetite for the latest gadgets. Rather, they willingly recognised that Edison (and, by extension, America itself) had come to symbolise cutting-edge innovation.
Twain, for his part, occasionally poked fun at the excesses of American modernity. For example, his Yankee establishes a system of advertising in which knights carry advertising placards reading: »use Peterson’s prophylactic tooth-brush – all the go« (Twain 1889: 210). In a particularly satirical barb aimed at American advertising, one of these knights carries an advertisement for stove-polish and endeavours to convince the public to buy it before the stove has even been invented. However, the real targets of Twain’s satire were the institutions of British history – the monarchy, the church, and the concept of chivalry. It is hardly surprising, of course, that a citizen of the Republic should champion the causes of democracy and religious freedom. These themes had loomed large in American culture for more than a century. However, it was the force of Twain’s polemic that took British readers by surprise. Whilst the story includes many picaresque misadventures that characterised his earlier work, its mid-sections are devoted to demonstrating the evils of Monarchy and the Established Church. The politicised nature of the text divided British readers. Reactionary and conservative voices, such as a reviewer for The Scots Observer, condemned Twain’s new taste for political soapboxing and hoped he would return to the simpler, frontier humour that had made his name (cf. »Some Yankee Notions« 1890: 246). At the other end of the spectrum, radicals and non-conformists, such as the newspaper editor W.T. Stead, appear to have championed the book’s attacks on Old-World institutions. Stead, a long-term admirer of America, selected Connecticut Yankee as the Review of Reviews’ book of the month for February 1890. In a characteristically uncompromising introduction to the text, he highlighted the »frigid condemnation« levelled at the book by conservative publications, but argued that these critical voices were out of step with the British public:

»Our superfine literary men of culture who pooh-pooh the rough rude vigour of the American humourist represent a small clique. Mark Twain gets ›directlier at the heart‹ of the masses than any of the blue-china set of nimminy-pimminy criticasters. In his own country […] [the book] has been received with an enthusiasm which it has hitherto failed to evoke on this side of the Atlantic […]. Yet I make free to say that the vote of the mass of the English people would be on the side of the American and against the English critic. For what our critical class has failed to appreciate is that the Education Act has turned out and is turning out millions of readers who are much more like the Americans in their tastes, their ideas, and their sympathies than they are to the English of the cultured, pampered, and privileged classes […]. His [the new reader’s] literary taste is not classical but popular. He prefers Longfellow to Browning, and as a humourist he enjoys Mark Twain more than all the dainty wits whose delicately flowered quips and cranks delight the boudoir and the drawing-room. This may be most deplorable from the point of view of the supercilious aesthetes, but the fact in all its brutality cannot be too frankly recognised.« (Stead 1890: 144)

Stead’s predictions were borne out by the book’s healthy sales figures. Chatto and Windus, Twain’s British publishers, printed 40,000 copies of the book – a figure that corresponds with the print run of Twain’s 1884 Adventures of Huckleberry Finn (cf. Welland 1978: 236). More than half of these copies were printed across four cheap editions between 1893 and 1899, suggesting that the book enjoyed an enduring popularity with the British public.
	This distinction between critical condemnation and public approval prompts us to consider alternative ways of interpreting British responses to modern American culture. Rather than focus on national identity – on how new ideas about Britishness were formulated in response to a looming American future – we see the role played by class and cultural politics in separating the Old World from the New. Stead’s disdain for the »dainty wits« and »delicately flowered quips« of literary humourists may well have been aimed at Wilde and his fellow aesthetes, but his attack on »superfine literary men of culture« was almost certainly directed at Matthew Arnold. The two men had enjoyed an uneasy public relationship since 1887 when the cultural critic had condemned Stead’s sensationalist »new journalism« as »featherbrained« (Arnold 1887: 638). Arnold famously defined culture as »the best which has been thought and said in the world« and set it against the unrefined »anarchy« of commercialised mass culture. Whilst Arnold did not divide culture and anarchy along purely transatlantic lines, he nevertheless regarded American civilisation as an archetypal representation of the latter. As the same time as Twain was developing his ideas for Connecticut Yankee, Arnold made several disparaging remarks about his »Quinionian humour« (1882: 689) and described America’s »addiction to the funny man« and its »glorification of the average man« as a »national misfortune« (1888: 489). Indeed, it is possible that Arnold’s disparaging remarks about Twain and American culture contributed to the politicisation of Connecticut Yankee and its transformation from a gentle, comic burlesque into something more acerbic (cf. Lustig 2008). Arnold’s disparaging remarks about American culture fit comfortably alongside the work of Wilde and Punch and speak for an influential strain of British opinion. However, Stead’s rebuttal and the popularity of American humour amongst Britain’s burgeoning reading public suggest that the authority of these »criticasters« was far from secure. And they knew it. By the 1880s, the American future (with all of its social, cultural, technological and political implications) was not something that would be imposed on an unwilling British populace by invasion. Instead, it would be welcomed by a wider public whose values and tastes mirrored those of their American cousins more closely than those of the cultural elite in Britain. 
This prospect of Americanisation by choice, rather than by force, can be teased out through an examination of one of Connectiut Yankee’s most memorable scenes. Towards the end of the novel, Hank Morgan is compelled to fight a duel with a knight named Sir Sagramore. Rather than don the armour and lance of his chivalric opponent, the Yankee employs the weapons of a nineteenth-century American cowboy. Using a lasso and a pair of revolvers, he defeats Sir Sagramore, and a band of other Arthurian knights including the legendary Sir Launcelot. Rather than mourn their fallen heroes, the crowd applauds the Yankee:

»Unquestionably the popular thing in this world is novelty. These people had never seen anything of that cow-boy business before, and it carried them clear off their feet with delight. From all around and everywhere, the shout went up – ›Encore! Encore!‹« (Twain 1889: 456)

Whilst the people of sixth-century Britain were unfamiliar with performing cowboys, Twain’s British readers were not. In 1887, Buffalo Bill’s Wild West Show delighted millions of Victorians, including the Queen, as it toured London, Birmingham and Manchester. Lesser performers quickly followed in his wake, such as a frontiersman named Mexican Joe who brought a troupe of cowboys and Indians to Liverpool and took the city by storm. According to local press reports, young boys whose imaginations might once have been fired by Scott and Tennyson’s depictions of chivalric adventure now wrote to an American cowboy in the hopes of returning with him to the Wild West. »I am getting tired of this town«, sighed one boy from Liverpool, »[and] should like to have a change in your country«. This, observed the Birmingham Daily Post, was just »one instance of the fascination which Buffalo Bill and Mexican Joe [had] exerted on the rising generation« (»Young Liverpool and the Wild West« 1887: 8).
Women were just as susceptible. Several girls proposed marriage to any cowboy that would have them (though a handsome young man named Texas Jack was particularly popular), and a group of »love-lorn virgins« followed the troupe as it toured the country. »It is melancholy«, concluded one British paper,

»how shabbily our effete manhood contrasts with that of Mexican Joe and his satellites. We are content to follow the ladies and to fall in raptures at their feet. Mexican Joe and his cowboys, on the contrary, get the ladies to follow them and to prostrate themselves in abject worship before them.« (»Mexican Joe and his Satellites« 1887: 2)

These anxieties about British masculinity tap into wider concerns about degeneration and the future of the Empire but they also capture the core dynamic explored in this chapter: the tension between American modernity and British history. By the 1880s, the inevitability of an American future was hardly in doubt. Even the most vociferous critics of American manners recognised the ability of this ›go-ahead‹ country to outpace Britain, first in economic and then in cultural terms. Literary humourists like Wilde and Punch responded to these developments by asserting the beauty and authority of history and the good taste that sprang from a deep historical tradition; America, in the process, was laughed at for its inability to appreciate Old-World values and institutions. Yet, in Twain’s battle between a traditional knight and a modern cowboy we hear another voice. The defenders of chivalry and historical tradition are drowned out by the cheering of the crowd. It is the unmistakeable sound of an emerging mass public, ready to break free from the past and embrace a new American Century.
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^1	  The 1889 edition of Twain’s book, published in London by Chatto & Windus, was titled A Yankee at the Court of King Arthur. This chapter quotes from this edition, but refers to the book using its more commonly accepted title: A Connecticut Yankee in King Arthur’s Court. References to Wilde’s story are drawn from the 1906 edition of the text published by John W. Luce and Co. Both books are currently available to view using the Internet Archive (archive.org). 
